This article reports on an empirical research that examined the extent of economic empowerment gained by women engaged in Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA) in the district of Goalpara, Assam. The key objective of the MGNREGA is to provide social security to rural households by guaranteeing 100 days of paid employment in public works within a year. Based on nine variables (education, land ownership, ownership of other assets, control over income contributed by a woman to her family, control over the income of the family, savings, access to credit, social participation, cash income earned from income generating activities) and calculated using empowerment index, the research compared the magnitude of women's empowerment before and after getting involved in MGNREGA. The findings suggest that while MGNREGA is an important leap to ensuring economic empowerment to rural women, but the scheme has not been implemented properly in the district-women and men not getting 100 days of employment, irregular mode of payment, very slow progress and poor quality in public works.
Introduction
There is a large literature on issues linked to rural women's empowerment through the largest public works scheme of India-The National Employment Guarantee Act, 2005, first started in 200 districts since 2 February 2006 and renamed after the Father of the Nation as Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Act (MGNREGA) since 02 October 2009 on his 140th birth anniversary (Dutta et al., 2012; Fraser, 2015; Liu and Barret, 2013; Narayanan and Das, 2014 ; also Bhattacharyya and Vauquline, 2013; Bhattacharyya et al., 2011) . Underscoring the human rights notion of 'right to work', the Act guarantees 100 days of paid employment in unskilled works to poor rural households within a financial year aimed at granting social security (Dutta et al., 2012) . Apart from this basic objective, the other objectives of the act are-the creation of durable assets and strengthening the livelihood resources based on the rural poor, generation of productive assets, protection of environment, empowerment of rural women, reduction of rural-urban migration and fostering social equity. However, after a decade of performance, evidence suggests that MGNREGA has been suffering from massive funding cuts apace with corruption and issues associated with poor implementation (Fraser, 2015; Ghosh, 2015) . While the overall success and failure of this scheme has been widely researched upon in different states as well as India as a whole (Bhattacharyya and Vauquline, 2013; Bhattacharyya et al., 2011; Dutta et al., 2012; Fraser, 2015; Liu and Barret, 2013; Sudarshan, 2011) , this research aims to examine the scale of economic empowerment gained by women engaged in Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA) in the district of Goalpara, Assam. The article begins with an attempt to draw a connection between women's empowerment and MGNREGA. It then goes on to discuss the methodological issues concerning this research followed by the results and discussion section.
Constructing the Connection between
Women's Empowerment and MGNREGA Women's empowerment always had an economic dimension to it. However, this has become more visible in international policy discourse after the Beijing Platform for Action which spoke of the need to promote women's economic independence, including employment, and "ensuring equal access for all women…to productive resources, opportunities and public services." 1 Economic empowerment is the capacity of women and men to participate in, contribute to and benefit from growth processes in ways which recognize the value of their contributions, respect their dignity and make it possible to negotiate a fairer distribution of the benefits of growth (Eyben, et al., 2008; Sarma, 2009) . Thus, when we talk about women's economic empowerment, it means women's access to economic resources and opportunities including jobs, financial services, property and other productive assets, skills development and market information (Bhattacharyya, 2009; Sarma, 2009) . The Millennium Development Goals on gender equality and women's empowerment adopted an increase in women's share of non-agricultural employment as one of its indicators of women's empowerment. Although these documents did not define women's economic empowerment, their formulation shifted the focus on women's economic empowerment and their access to productive resources, including paid work. The World Bank was one of the first agencies to explicitly define women's economic empowerment: 'Economic empowerment is about making markets work for women (at the policy level) and empowering women to compete in markets (at the agency level)' (World Bank, 2006) . Following this, women's economic empowerment has been defined by different agencies and individual studies with slight modifications. In an ICRW (International Centre for Research on Women) publication by Golla et al. (2011) , a woman is considered economically empowered when she has the ability to succeed and advance economically and the power to http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/beijing/platform/ declar.htm (accessed 01 December 2015). make and act on economic decisions. Similarly, Tornqvist and Schmitz (2009: 9) , on women's economic empowerment defined it as "the process which increases women's real power over economic decisions that influence their lives and priorities in society. Women's economic empowerment can be achieved through equal access to and control over critical economic resources and opportunities, and the elimination of structural gender inequalities in the labour market including a better sharing of unpaid care work." As stated above, MGNREGA is an important milestone for prompting economic empowerment to the rural women (Bhattacharyya et al., 2011; Bhattacharyya and Vauquline, 2013; Fraser, 2015) . The National Rural Employment Guarantee Act, 2005 was passed unanimously in the Lok Sabha (Lower House of the Parliament) on 23 August 2005 (Dutta et al., 2012; Fraser, 2015; Liu and Barret, 2013; Sudarshan, 2011 including drainage in water logged areas  Rural connectivity to provide all weather access  Any other works which may be notified by the Central Government in consultation with the State Government. It is widely believed that MGNREGA helps rural women in two ways: first, by providing as a continuous source of income generation and second, by upgrading the social status of rural women-a path to economic independence and hence, empowerment of women. Using Jo Rowland's arguments on the notion of power [that is, "power over (ability to influence and coerce); power with (power from collective action); power within (self-reliance and selfconfidence) and power to (organise and change existing hierarchies)"], Bhattacharyya and Vauquline (2013: 86) have shown as to how MGNREGA has served as a 'rural life line' to the women employees of Assam, whereby, MGNREGA has helped women to a great extent to "develop their consciousness" and [enabled them to take] own decisions (power within) to bring about transformation in their own family" (Bhattacharyya and Vauquline, 2013: 92; Bhattacharyya, et al., 2011; Fraser, 2015; Sudarshan, 2011) . Taking into account these backgrounds, this research is an attempt to examine women's empowerment at MGNREGA in the district of Goalpara, Assam. The next section discusses the methodological issues.
Methodological Issues
This research, as mentioned above, was carried out in Ambari village, under Ranjuli block in the district of Goalpara where MGNREGA was implemented in the first phase. Goalpara is one of the most backward districts of the country as recognised by the Ministry of Panchayat Raj and thereby the recipient of Backward Regions Grant Fund Programme. 2 The study village is 7 km away from the National Highway-31. Dhkuwar hill and river Deosila are located in the two sides of the village and other two sides are covered by agricultural fields. The village is a home to 7540 people (3840 males and 3700 females); out of which 6450 are literates (3041 female literates and 3409 male literates). Total working population is 3000 and the sex ratio is 925-female per 1000-male. Among 124 Scheduled Caste (SC) populations 65 are females and 59 are males. Similarly, among the 130 Scheduled Tribe (ST) populations, 56 are females and 74 are males. Total unemployed persons in the village before the implementation of the scheme were 2000 and after the implementation are 1400. The research is based on both primary and secondary data. Secondary data has been collected from the block and Panchayat office. In addition, focus groups were conducted to understand the perception, opinion and awareness about the scheme. Primary data has been collected from the beneficiaries either as a part of the survey conducted individually or as a part of focus groups. For this, a household survey schedule was conducted to collect information among these beneficiaries. Prior to conducting this research however, consents were taken from the participants regarding their participation. Since the start of this scheme in the village, a total of 595 persons (including males and females) became job card holders. For this research, I conducted 10% of the total job card holders selected randomly, which is a total of 60 beneficiaries-to understand the impact of the scheme in terms of the socio-economic status of the households after the implementation of MGNREGA. The collected data were analysed using simple statistical analysis like calculation of percentage, average have been worked out and presented in tabular format, while empowerment index has been calculated to determine the degree of empowerment of women's employment under MGNREGA in the Ambari village. 
Results and Discussion
As discussed above, the first step of the research was to probe about the awareness about MGNREGA among the inhabitants of Ambari village. While it is apparent from Table 1 , that 100 percent are aware about the programme of MGNREGA, 86.67 percent of the respondents are aware about the job card. However, majority (76.66%) of the respondents are ignorant about the process of submission of the form to get involved under MGNREGA. Again only 33.33 percent of the respondents know about the payment on wage at minimum wage rate and 20 percent know about social audit system whereas not a single person knows about Right to Information (RTI). It is also observed that nobody raised the problem on retrieving a job card, involvement of middle man, discrepancies in social audit and oblivious about RTI. Table 2 illustrates the variables and their categorisation and scoring which determines the scale of women's empowerment. This Table  presents that the variables-land ownership, ownership of other assets, control over own income, control over income of the family are found to remain constant but the variables like education, income, saving, social participation, credit creation are different before and after implementation of the MGNREGA. The scores obtained from these nine variables (that is, education, land ownership, ownership of other assets, control over income contributed by her to the family, control over the income of the family, savings, access to credit, social participation, cash income earned from income generating activities), the degree of women's empowerment has been calculated by computing the empowerment index and expressed in percentage as follows: Thus, gain in empowerment is 32.03
These calculations signal that involvement in income generating activities in MGNREGA contributed for enhancement in the scale of women's empowerment. Clearly, these analyses indicate that involvement of women in MGNREGA led to empowerment of rural women in the realms of education, savings, and access to credit, social participation and cash income earned through income generating activities. These findings bear resonance to a number of previous studies (Bhattacharyya et al., 2011; Bhattacharyya and Vauquline, 2013; Fraser, 2015; Sudarshan, 2011) .
Concluding Remarks
It remains well documented that economic empowerment is the backbone to women's empowerment that ensures provision of training, employment-and income-generation activities with both forward and backward linkages with the ultimate objective of making all women economically independent and selfreliant (Bhattacharyya et al., 2011; Bhattacharyya and Vauquline, 2013; Sarma, 2009) . In this case, MGNREGA is an important step for ensuring economic empowerment of rural women-the findings suggest that in the Ambari village, women have been developing their 'power within' to empower themselves through the scheme-power with (Rowlands, 1995; Bhattacharyya et al., 2011; Bhattacharyya and Vauquline, 2013) . In the case of Assam, and more specifically in the study area, it is found that the objective of the scheme is not properly fulfilled. Therefore, proper monitoring and implementation of the scheme remains essential. People in the study village are very hardworking and enthusiastic to work at MGNREGA, have the job cards but are not employed for 100 days, which has been central objective of the scheme (Fraser, 2015; Ghosh, 2015) . The mode of payment here in the village has been so irregular that led to slow progress of works and deterioration in the quality of the work completed. This research has however been conducted only in a small village in the district of Goalpara. I urge for similar research in other parts of Assam and elsewhere in the country; and learn from the findings of those researches and then plug the loopholes of the scheme for its proper implementation.
